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Additional excerpts from the 1997 CD-ROM and 1986 exhibition The Celebrative Spirit: 1937-1943

John Collier’s work as a visual anthropologist has roots in his early years growing up in Taos, New
Mexico, where his father was head of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. His interest in Native Americans of the
Southwest would prove to be a source of conflict with his future boss, Roy Stryker, director of the FSA
photography project. A westerner from Colorado, Stryker did not consider Indians to be part of the mission of
the FSA. Perhaps he worried about perceived encroachment by the FSA on BIA turf. Whatever the reason,
the rancor of his complaints when Collier insisted on spending a few extra weeks in the West photographing
native villages indicates Stryker may have harbored at least a smattering of the old western anti-Indian
attitude.
By contrast, Collier’s work with Mexican Americans was a welcome and encouraged addition to the FSA file.
A keen observer with a poetic visual approach, he had an ethnographer’s eye for social and cultural detail
which Stryker appreciated even if the two men differed as to proper subject matter.
Collier joined the FSA in 1941 and continued to work with Stryker during the early part of World War II, when
the unit was moved to the Office of War Information. When Stryker left government service to create a major
photographic file for the Standard Oil Company in 1943, Collier went along and spent the next four years
traveling about the country, documenting the role of petroleum in the life and culture of the nation.
In 1946 Collier won support from the Viking Fund for an extended trip to Otovalo, Ecuador, where he worked
with local ethnographer Anibal Buitron on a book that was published the next year by the University of
Chicago Press. The Awakening Valley established Collier’s credentials as a visual researcher. For the next
three years, he worked with Dr. Alexander H. Leighton of Cornell University, a respected anthropologist,
during which time he further refined his skill at using the camera to opena window on the nonverbal aspects
of culture.
After being involved in a number of major anthropological projects, Collier published Visual Anthropology:
Photography as a Research Method, a book that remains a fundamental text for researchers. His spent his

later years teaching photography at the California School of Fine Arts in San Francisco as well as serving
San Francisco State College as a professor of anthropology.

Marjory Collins grew up in Scarsdale, New York. In the 1930s she gravitated to New York City, where she
studied photography with the legendary Ralph Steiner. (Steiner had been Marion Post Wolcott’s guide and
mentor a few years earlier.) She was hired by the FSA about the time that the United States was drawn into
World War II. As a result, most of her assignments were for the Office of War Information (OWI), to which
the FSA photography team was transferred in September of 1942. Collins brought to her work a generally
cheerful, upbeat approach that met the needs of the late FSA and, particularly, the OWI very well.
Unfortunately, according to some observers, she and Roy Stryker, the project’s director, did not “have a
close working relationship.” As a result there are few of the usual letters or other documents to give modern
viewers special insights into the person behind the pictures. Perhaps it is just as well; her pictures speak for
her as clearly as any written documents.

Jack Delano was born in Kiev, Russia, of Jewish parents (he changed his name while in art school). As a
child he knew grinding poverty, both before and after his immigration to the United States with his parents. A
clearly defined talent for the arts led him to enroll in the Pennsylvania Academy for the Fine Arts in
Philadelphia, where he encountered what proved to be the two primary influences in his life: the work of the
early FSA photographers, especially Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, and Ben Shahn; and his future wife,
Irene. By 1939 he was sending portfolios to Washington, D.C., and getting encouraging notes back from
FSA photography project director, Roy Stryker. “Sorry, no openings available. Do not give up hope. Perhaps
in the future.”

After months of living in a cold-water flat in New York City, existing precariously on free-lance work and
occasional loans from Irene, the word arrived in April of 1940. There was an opening, and it paid a living
wage, $2,300 per year plus mileage, and a $5 per diem when Delano was on the road. There was one catch,
he “must have car and driver’s license.” He bought a used car and had a friend teach him to drive (they
maneuvered around Times Square until he got the hang of it), then drove to Washington, D.C., and reported
for work.
“My introduction to the FSA consisted of a long briefing session with Roy Stryker. He talked about the history
of the organization, methods of work, administrative procedures, and photographic equipment. He cursed
the bureaucrats who didn’t appreciate what FSA was trying to do, and he loaded me down with books on
history, economics, folklore, farming, forestry, and even a Department of Agriculture pamphlet about canning
vegetables. I was then turned over to Ed Rosskam, who drove me around and acted as my guide and
counselor on my trial assignment in the nearby countryside.” (Delano, Puerto Rico Mio, p. 21)
Once his short period of testing was over, Delano arranged to meet Irene and marry her. Their honeymoon
consisted of following migrant workers in Delaware and New Jersey. The couple became a team. He took
the pictures, and she talked to people, took notes, and managed the dozens of necessary details. For the
next year and a half they were on the road almost continuously, covering the eastern seaboard from Florida
to Maine. In the South they encountered real racism for the first time and were profoundly disturbed by it.
The experience served to sharpen Delano’s eye and deepen his commitment to using his cameras to fight
for social change.
During the fall of 1941 the Delanos were sent to Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands to cover FSA programs
in U.S. holdings in the Caribbean Islands, where they fell in love with the area. Following were stints of work
for the Office of War Information and a tour of duty for Delano in the Army Air Force, Air Transport Command,
where his immediate superiors were Russell Lee and the film maker, Pare Lorentz. After the war the
Delanos returned to Puerto Rico, where they worked with Edwin and Louise Rosskam to set up a Division of

Community Education. Eventually, Jack Delano was named director of Puerto Rico’s educational
broadcasting station. Irene Delano died in 1982, but he has continued an active life of photography and film
making in Puerto Rico, with occasional visits to the mainland to exhibit work and renew old friendships.

Born in Hoboken, New Jersey, in 1895, Dorothea Lange’s life got off to a hard start. Her father deserted
the family when she was very young, and shortly after that trauma, she contracted polio, a disease that
would leave her with a limp for the rest of her life. Mother and daughter moved to the Lower East Side of
New York, where she grew up feeling very much an outsider. After graduating from high school, she began
to work for the portrait photographer Arnold Genthe.
Her interest in photography growing, Lange took a course with Minor White at Columbia University. “Why he
was extraordinary has puzzled me ever since,” she remembered. “Because he didn’t do anything. I don’t
think he mentioned technique once, how it’s done, or shortcuts, or photographic manipulations. It was to him
a natural instrument...something like a musical instrument....” For the rest of her life, Lange would be an
instinctive photographer, trusting her visual sense and her emotions to lead her to the images that she
wanted to make.
In 1918 Lange began a trip around the world, a trip that ended when she was robbed of her money in San
Francisco. To survive, she started working in the photo-finishing department of a store and soon met the
photographer Imogen Cunningham, who introduced her to others on the West Coast photography scene. A
year later she opened a small portrait studio of her own. Her stock in trade was pleasant pictures of the welloff, catering to the gold-rich leading families of the bay area.
In 1920 Lange married the painter Maynard Dixon. They had two sons, and Lange continued to run her
photography business. Dixon, a western painter, traveled extensively, and Lange found herself hard pressed

to maintain family and business. When times got particularly hard after the crash of the stock market, the
boys were sent to live at boarding schools while Dixon and Lange lived in their respective studios. It was not
the best way to conduct a marriage.
The depression galvanized Lange’s instinct for social documentary photography. She began taking
photographs in the streets of San Francisco. Exhibitions followed and commissions to do work of a social
nature. In 1934 she met Paul Taylor, a social economist with a strong humanistic bent, began working with
him, and in 1935 divorced Dixon in order to marry Taylor. The two would work as a team many times in the
course of their long life together.
In 1935 Lange’s photographs were shown to Roy Stryker, director of the FSA photography project, in
Washington, D.C. The artist Ben Shahn was in the office and remembered the event vividly. “Dorothea’s
work was sent in or brought in by somebody, and this was a revelation, what this woman was doing.” Within
a few months, Lange was, in effect, the FSA’s photographer on the West Coast. Later trips took her through
Texas and the southern United States as well, but Lange remained primarily identified with the West Coast
throughout her years with the FSA.
Lange’s work was often iconic. Single images like “Migrant Mother,” or “White Angel Bread Line” burned
themselves into the nation’s consciousness. Her pictures were used over and over by magazine and book
illustrators, visually defining the depression for her contemporaries and for future generations as well.
After leaving the FSA, Lange and Taylor collaborated on a small gem of a book about migratory farm labor,
but in 1940 America was more interested in the darkening omens of war, and so American Exodus sold few
copies. Lange did photograph the relocation of Japanese Americans into internment camps, an assignment
that she carried out with such unflinching honesty that most of her images were unused for twenty-five years.
In 1945 she covered the early meetings developing the charter of the United Nations in San Francisco, but

Lange’s career as a public photographer was virtually over. Her health was poor, and it remained poor for
most of the rest of her life.
For nine years Lange took almost no photographs. In 1954, feeling somewhat better, she accompanied
Taylor on a series of trips to overseas sites, where he engaged in consulting work. The two traveled in South
America, Asia, North Africa, and Europe. Lange did take some pictures, and one story on Ireland was
published in Life magazine. But the work got harder and harder. More and more, small details drew her
attention. Her pictures were of family, of the trees in her yard at Berkeley. A book that she had been
planning for years, The American Country Woman, was published in 1964. In 1965 the cancer that had been
the source of her ill health was discovered. Lange spent her final months preparing a major retrospective
exhibition of her work for The Museum of Modern Art in New York. In the fall of 1965, she died in San
Francisco.

Russell Lee’s early life was a strange blend of privilege, tragedy, and loneliness. His family was well-off,
but the home in Ottawa, Illinois, was not a happy one. His father left for Chicago when he was five. At the
age of ten Lee watched as his mother was hit by a car and killed. For the next decade, Lee lived a
comfortable but rootless life. He spent a succession of winters in private schools and the holidays and
summers with relatives who could never quite fit a teenage boy into their lives. Lee became friendly but selfcontained, and verbally inexpressive.
In 1925 Lee graduated from Lehigh University with a degree in chemical engineering and went to work for a
company that manufactured roofing. Two years later his first marriage to artist Doris Emrick exposed him to
the world of art. In 1929, shortly before the stock market crash, Lee quit his job and the Lees immersed
themselves full time in art studies.

Over the next several years they spent time in Paris, in San Francisco, working with Diego Rivera, in New
York City, and in the New York artists’ colony of Woodstock. Doris Lee became well known for her paintings,
but Russell Lee felt unable to grow, until he discovered photography.
Photography allowed Lee to combine his interests in art and science. He quickly became familiar with the
technical side of the field and began to use the camera as a careful recording tool, almost a dissection
device. His years of wandering from relative to relative gave him the knack of winning people’s confidence
quickly, and soon he was getting pictures that were intimate and yet respectful. In 1936 he showed a
portfolio of work to Roy Stryker, head of the FSA photography project, who invited him to join the staff. Lee’s
work pleased Stryker as well as Lee’s ability to stay on the road for very long periods of time. As a result, he
covered more assignments and took more pictures than any other FSA photographer.
Stryker remembered meeting Lee for a few days’ field work in Minnesota and being impressed with his
people skills. Lee had spotted a small elderly lady and approached her about taking her picture. “What do
you want to take my picture for?” she asked. He replied, “Lady, you’re having a hard time and a lot of people
don’t think you are having such a hard time. We want to show them that you are a human being, a nice
human being, but you are having troubles.” The woman not only allowed the pictures but invited Stryker and
Lee to stay for lunch. Stryker later recalled the experience as “part of my education as to how a
photographer thinks.”
Lee’s marriage collapsed under the weight of the long absences. His second marriage to a newspaper
woman from Dallas named Jean Smith proved more successful and durable. She traveled with Lee and
became his helper, note taker, and record keeper.
When World War II broke out, Lee became the chief still photographer with the Air Transport Command,
photographing field approaches all over the world for pilots approaching on radio silence. After the war he
photographed health conditions in the hard coal mining areas of Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Kentucky, and

Alabama for the Coal Mine Administration. At that point, ill health forced him to curtail the hectic pace of his
life, and he went into semiretirement in Austin, Texas.
In later years, Lee accepted occasional assignments for industrial clients and considerable “pro bono” work
for the liberal Texas newspaper, The Texas Observer. In the early 1960s the couple visited Italy under the
partial sponsorship of the University of Texas, shooting several hundred pictures there.
In 1965 he accepted adjunct faculty status at the University of Texas, where for the next eight years he
taught a popular photography course in the art department. After retiring for a second time, the couple lived
quietly in Austin, often enjoying visits from former students and other friends in photography.

Gordon Parks was born in 1912 in Fort Scott, Kansas, the youngest of fifteen children in the family of
Jackson and Sara Parks. Although the schools in Fort Scott were not segregated, Gordon knew racism and
even violence during his growing up years. African-American children were not welcome in restaurants, nor
could they participate in team sports. They watched movies from the balcony or “buzzard’s roost.” In this
environment, Gordon developed a reputation as a fighter who would not accept racial taunts. His teachers
found him creative and intelligent, but to the law he was trouble.
His mother died when he was fifteen, and Gordon was sent to live with a married older sister in St. Paul,
Minnesota. The sister’s abusive husband soon saw to it that Gordon was on the street, fending for himself.
To put himself through high school, he worked at a variety of jobs ranging from busboy at a prestigious white
dinner club to piano player at a brothel. When the depression took his job, he cleaned out his locker, left
school, and hopped a freight train for Chicago in midwinter. He never went back to school. A series of deadend jobs and dead-end situations led him eventually back to St. Paul, where his unwillingness to accept
bullying and racism once again got him into fights and trouble with the law. Luckily, his talent as a musician

and composer got him a job with the Larry Funk Orchestra “Band of a Thousand Melodies”. For several
months he toured the Midwest, eventually arriving in New York City where the band’s luck ran out, and Larry
Funk skipped town owing everyone their back salary.
Eventually young Parks landed in the Civilian Conservation Corps, Franklin Roosevelt’s program designed to
put young men to work. After a six month “hitch” and with $200 saved, the twenty-one year old Gordon left
the CCC, returned to St. Paul, and married his high school sweetheart, Sally Alvis. The next year, a son,
Gordon Jr., was born. The new father supported the family by playing piano in various road houses in the St.
Paul area and waiting tables in the dining car of the “North Coast Limited.” On a trip to Chicago he bought
his first camera, with a vaguely formed notion that he would like to be a professional photographer. Shortly
thereafter he was involved in another fight provoked by a racial taunt and fired from his job on the railroad.
The anger and instability in his life ended his marriage. With no real job and no family, a lonely Parks made it
through the winter of 1938 by playing on a semiprofessional basketball team. He was nothing if not versatile.
Spring brought renewal. Sally Parks re-entered his life, and they remarried. The next year a daughter, Toni,
was born. A porter’s job on the “400,” a passenger train between Minneapolis and Chicago, provided support.
Best of all, his camera was taking on a bigger part of Gordon’s life. He was taking pictures regularly now,
and people told him they were good. He saw art exhibitions in Chicago during layovers. He saw the work of
the Soyer brothers and Jack Lavine. Ben Shahn’s paintings were there as were the satires of William Groper.
He saw Vogue magazine at this time and admired the work of Steichen, Horst, and Beaton.
In 1939 Gordon made the leap of faith. He walked into a fashionable lady’s clothing store in St. Paul and
offered to photograph women’s fashions for the owner. With a rented camera that he did not fully understand
and lights that he had never used before, the first session was a near disaster. One spectacular photograph
survived, however, and that was enough to get him more work. Soon the wife of boxer Joe Louis saw his

work in the window of Murphy’s department store and invited him to come to Chicago and photograph the
collection of women’s clothing that she was marketing. In 1940 Gordon packed up his family and went.
Chicago proved to be a tough nut to crack. The family shivered through a cold winter while Gordon
photographed ladies’ fashions for money. He also felt compelled to take bleak photographs of the black
neighborhoods. A portfolio of these documentary-style photographs came to the attention of the Julius
Rosenwald Fund in 1941, and Parks was named a Julius Rosenwald fellow, with $200 per month for a year.
Relieved of financial pressure, Parks elected to spend his Rosenwald year working with Roy Stryker at the
Farm Security Administration in Washington, D.C., the center of creativity of documentary photography.
Gordon arrived in Washington, D.C., in 1942 and discovered that it was a true southern town, complete with
the deep South’s racial attitudes. It was like being back in Fort Scott, only much worse. Before long Parks
was roaring into Stryker’s office demanding to be sent out on an assignment that would “expose this racism
around here.” Stryker counseled patience, careful thought, and supplemental readings. Parks followed the
advice, but he also located an African-American woman who cleaned the FSA offices after hours. Ella
Watson was willing to be photographed, so Parks posed her, mop in hand, in front of an American flag in a
bitterly ironic parody of Grant Woods’ “American Gothic.” When Parks showed the picture to Stryker the next
day, his reaction was “my God! You’re going to get us all fired!” However, Stryker was impressed and
encouraged Parks to work more with Watson. The result was a series of pictures that emerged as a strong
record of her hard life and a powerful indictment of racism. With Stryker’s help, Parks was learning to use
the camera to say exactly what he meant it to say.
When the Rosenwald Fellowship ended, Parks stayed in Washington, D.C., to work for the Office of War
Information, covering such assignments as the 332 Fighter Group, an all black unit of the Army Air Corps.
After the war he worked again for Stryker, by now director of a photo unit for Standard Oil. He took on
assignments at such magazines as Vogue and LIFE. There were trips to Paris to photograph the fall

collection and tough minded photo essays on gangs in Harlem. Under pressure of work, his marriage failed
once again. But the work went on and even broadened in the 1950s and 1960s to include film direction (The
Learning Tree and Shaft are two of his best known films), book authorship (The Learning Tree, Choice of
Weapons, Voices in the Mirror), and composition of several major concerti. As of 1990, the man who never
finished high school had accrued twenty-four honorary degrees from major universities.
While the year spent with Stryker at the FSA was a small part of the life of one of the truly towering creative
forces in America, Parks always recognized it as pivotal in his development. As he puts it, he learned that “a
good documentary photographer’s work has as much to do with his heart as with his eye.” Stryker taught
him to “go slow,” to learn a situation well before beginning to photograph. In short, the year at the FSA
changed a very talented young man into a truly formidable documentarian.

Edwin Rosskam was born in Germany to an American Jewish father and a German Jewish mother.
During World War I, the family was forced to stay in Germany, against their will, while his two older brothers
fought in the American Army. It was an adventuresome start in life, a lifestyle that would remain with
Rosskam for most of his days. In 1919 the family came to the United States, where Rosskam studied art at
the Philadelphia Academy of Fine Arts. From the mid-1920s until the end of the decade, he lived in Paris,
painting and teaching himself about photography. There followed a five-year stint in Polynesia, where he
supported himself by photographing and writing stories for European publications. After returning to
Philadelphia in 1936, he met and married a pretty lady photographer named Louise.
Edwin and Louise Rosskam became a team. They both joined the staff of the Philadelphia Record,
developing a fine reputation for professionalism over the next two years. In 1938 Rosskam was invited to
join the Historical Section (as the photography unit was called) of the FSA as a specialist in exhibitions and
story lay-out. He provided an element of expertise that the unit head, Roy Stryker, needed for his team. He

worked with Sherwood Anderson on a book called Hometown and with Richard Wright on Twelve Million
Black Voices. On rare occasions, the husband and wife team were able to go on the road for a few days,
shooting for the file—these were times that they greatly treasured.
When Stryker left the government to work for Standard Oil, he invited the Rosskams to come along. He had
intended to use Edwin Rosskam primarily as a photo editor, but Rosskam would have none of it. He would
only come if he and his wife could be photographers together again. Stryker was glad to have them on those
terms. At Standard Oil, the Rosskams completed a major project that they had begun under the auspices of
the Office of War Information. They spent months following Mississippi River barges and their crews up and
down the mid-section of the nation, disc recording over 90 hours of interviews (remember, this was before
tape recorders were available) and taking thousands of photographs. The resulting book, Towboat River,
was a landmark in using words and pictures to evoke the gritty reality of a unique sector of American life.
In 1946 the Rosskams left Standard Oil to build a federally sponsored photography project similar to the old
FSA file on the island of Puerto Rico. They stayed there, working with their friends Jack and Irene Delano,
until 1953, when they retired and returned to the United States to live out their days in the artist colony of
Roosevelt, New Jersey, near the home of another friend, the artist and photographer Ben Shahn. Finally,
Edwin Rosskam, the wandering Jew, had found a place of his own. His creative life did not end there,
however. The Alien, a novel published in 1964, was widely acclaimed and sold well. In 1972 a small history
of Roosevelt, New Jersey, was published, an elegy on the small town that the Rosskams had come to love
so much.

Arthur Rothstein was the “city boy” of the FSA photography unit. Born in New York City to a middle-class
Jewish family, he was expected to go to medical school but became entranced with photography instead. At
Columbia University he met Roy Stryker, soon to be appointed director of the FSA photography unit. No

photographer himself, Stryker was assembling photo-illustrations for a book on American economic life and
hired young Rothstein to help with the copy work. When Stryker moved to the FSA in 1935, Rothstein went
along.
Rothstein enjoyed the technical aspects of photography, helping to set up the agency’s first dark room. Early
assignments included a trip through the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia to record the vanishing culture of
the mountain people, and a trip through the dust bowl area of the high plains.
It was in the dust bowl area of Oklahoma that the “city boy” recorded one of the great icons of the rural
depression, the photograph now known as “Dust Storm, Cimarron County, Oklahoma, 1936.” He later
remembered, “I photographed a farm and the people who lived there. The farmer and his two little boys were
walking past a shed on their property, and I took a photograph of them with the dust swirling all around. I had
no idea that it was going to become a famous photograph, but it looked like a good picture to me, and I took
it.” Rothstein would take hundreds of other pictures on dozens of other assignments, but none better known
than this one.
Rothstein left the FSA in 1940 to take a position with the new picture magazine, LOOK. Within a year,
however, he was back in government service, first with the Office of War Information, and then in the U.S.
Army as an official photographer. He spent most of the war in the China-Burma-India Theater. In 1946 he
returned to LOOK as director of photography. When LOOK ceased publication in 1972, Rothstein moved to
Parade Magazine, the weekly supplement in many newspapers. He remained with Parade until shortly
before his death.
In an article in the November 1960 issue of Popular Photography, Rothstein emphasized the importance of
developing full technical control of the photographic medium in order to become as versatile as possible.
Versatility was indeed a specialty of his. During a long and productive career, he moved from a college boy
who won prizes in salons, to a socially conscious documentary photographer, to a highly paid director of

photography for major picture magazines, capable of taking a pleasing picture of anything from a U.S.
president to a salad. Along the way he wrote numerous articles, three technical books, and published four
books of his own photographs. First and foremost, however, Arthur Rothstein always thought of himself as a
photojournalist.

Siegel’s background was in club and fine arts photography. Raised in Detroit, he was the youngest
member of the Detroit Camera Club. In 1937 he met Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, veteran of the Bauhaus School in
Germany, who was recruiting students for a New Bauhaus that would soon open in Chicago (later known as
the Institute of Design). Moholy-Nagy looked over a portfolio of Siegel’s work and invited him to become a
student. Siegel jumped at the chance, working with the Hungarian artist/ photographer during 1937 and 1938.
Moholy-Nagy’s work was often semi-abstract, using photo-montage, solarization, and overprinting
techniques to create a new reality. Siegel enjoyed this sort of work, but he also was interested in social
issues and hoped to use the camera as an instrument for social change. In 1941, this interest led him to
send his portfolio of photographs to Roy Stryker, head of the photography unit at the FSA in Washington,
D.C., who hired him for occasional free-lance assignments. Siegel’s work for the FSA and later the Office of
War Information was unmanipulated documentary photography, with a strong sense of formal composition.
After a stint in the army, Siegel rejoined the Institute of Design in 1946 as a teacher. There he associated
with such luminaries at Harry Callahan, Aaron Siskind, and, of course, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy. Under their
influence, Siegel’s work evolved to become more abstract and formal. His personality became more
combative and difficult as well: his marriage in 1946 ended in divorce in 1954. A mental breakdown in 1951
forced him to seek psychiatric help, an experience that would influence his work with Freudian images for
the rest of his life. After his divorce and remarriage to Irene Yarovich, Siegel quit the Institute of Design and
went into commercial photography full time, although he continued to teach occasional classes both at the
Institute of Design and the University of Illinois, Chicago Circle.

Toward the end of his life, Siegel, who had always had an abrasive personality, became more withdrawn.
The few pictures he took tended to be abstract arrangements of light through prisms. One person who knew
him well said that the idea of a picture became more important to Siegel than the act of making a picture. So
abstracted did he become that, “Once he had the idea, he felt no need to actually make the image.” Luckily
for us, he did make some strong images before the darkness closed in.

Marion Post was born into moderately privileged circumstances. Her father was a small town doctor in
New Jersey, and her mother was in the early days a public-spirited socialite. The divorce of her parents
when she was eleven changed everything. Post and her older sister, Helen, learned about rootlessness, and
although both received good educations, they also learned how to survive and flourish in the tough and
competitive, yet intensely creative, world of New York City’s Greenwich Village. On a trip to Europe in the
early 1930s, Post saw and heard Hitler and found his message chilling and his followers terrifying. She was
in Austria (and starting to become interested in photography) when Hitler’s forces marched in. After helping
several Jewish friends escape to Italy, she was herself forced to leave.
Back in the United States, she taught for a year and then decided to try to make it as a photographer. By this
time she was active in anti-Fascist work, believing that she could have more impact on events as a
photographer. Free-lancing proved tough, however, even for a survivor. “I can remember being glad when a
date was able to take me to a nice restaurant for a good meal,” she recalled with a chuckle. “I was more than
usually appreciative of dates that had the money to take me out and feed me well!”
After a year of touch-and-go free-lancing, Post took a job with the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin. It was, as
she remembered, “a real eye opener.” The good old boys who took the news shots with their 4X5 Speed
Graphics didn’t like a young woman invading the male sanctuary of the darkroom. Coping with both the

crude humor and the advances, she did her job, which turned out to be mostly society shots for the
“women’s pages.” It was not what she had hoped from a career in photography. Luckily, her friend Ralph
Steiner told her about the work going on at the Farm Security Administration and agreed to show her work to
the director of the photography section, Roy Stryker. A letter endorsing her work from Paul Strand cinched
the deal, and she was hired in the late summer of 1938.
Post worked for the FSA from October of 1938 until October of 1941. During that time she was on the road
far more than she was in Washington. During the early days, Stryker worried about sending a pretty young
woman out on the road in the deep South by herself, but Post soon relieved him of his concerns, proving
herself capable of handling all situations. There was also a period, early on, when Stryker tended to use her
almost as a public relations adjunct. She was expected to go to local FSA camps for migrant workers or
displaced farmers, take a few pretty pictures, smile at the director, and go away leaving everyone feeling
good. That soon changed too as Post established herself as a photographer capable of expressing a very
wide range of human emotions with flair and originality.
By 1941 the world was changing, along with Post. War was sweeping Europe and Asia. Long days and
nights on the road were leaving her permanently tired. The FSA photography project itself was changing,
becoming more of a propaganda agency and less a group of photographers with a social agenda. Post met
and fell in love with Lee Wolcott, an attractive widower with two young children, and they soon married. She
left the FSA and threw herself into the role of wife and mother for the next thirty-five years. Rediscovered in
the 1970s, she enjoyed an active second career, both taking new pictures and reviewing her FSA work. She
received many honors, including the Dorothea Lange Award, late in life.

